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vacations on BlackwelPs Island, her household effects had dis-
appeared, including my precious box. I have no recollection of
seeing her again.
My favourite loafing place was the South Street docks, where I
spent many hours on pleasant days, watching strange ships and
their mysterious cargoes and dreaming of the day when I could
see the world. One morning I managed to steal aboard a freighter
and hide in the hold, where I stayed two days waiting for her to
leave. When hunger finally drove me on deck and into the arms
of the police, I learned she would not sail for weeks.
As a rule even strange police were tolerant of small mis-
demeanours, especially if one were polite and obviously frightened.
But truant officers who roamed the streets at infrequent intervals
were not so easily managed. One then needed a friend. Fortun-
ately, I could depend on someone who had known Shorty to
come to my aid with convincing explanations and promises. A
word from The Big Feller, as everyone called Timothy Sullivan,
was even more effective.
Nothing kept me from finding time to read and there was no
one to interfere in my choice of material. Progressing with
difficulty from newspapers to fiction, I devoured scores of the
cheapest thrillers, believing every word I read. Old Cap Collier,
Old Sleuth, Deadwood Dick, and a host of lusty characters whose
adventures I followed breathlessly from week to week, were living,
flesh-and-blood people to me. Their exploits having been duly
recorded with names, dates, and places, they must be true.
In conversation, on the other hand, everyone, including myself,
lied freely. Words spoken one moment were denied the next,
often with such vigour and sincerity as to start a fight. Therefore
boasting recitals in the fields of sex, crime and adventure left me
unimpressed. They probably were not true.
My reading taught me of a marvellously exciting world beyond
the city. It was inhabited by supermen bent on rescuing beautiful
women in distress and punishing villains of deepest dye. It was a
land where hunger, cold, and poverty always led to riches, where
temporary suffering always brought compensating happiness,
where right and justice always prevailed.
In the Bowery, right was anything that could be put over
successfully; justice was something no one ever got. I knew a good,
many distressed women around Chatham Square, but none of
them were beautiful; the heroic men I heard about were dead,